Fluctuating asymmetry is defined as random deviation from perfect bilateral symmetry in otherwise symmetrical morphological traits and originates from developmental errors during ontogeny. It is thought to reflect the inability of a genotype to buffer itself effectively against environmental perturbations, thus providing an honest phenotypic indicator of genetic quality. It has been proposed that females use the degree of asymmetry in male ornaments to assess male quality in mate choice. We studied whether fluctuating asymmetry in vertical bars in the sailfin molly, Poecilia latipinna, is a criterion in female mate preference, as has been shown before in a swordtail, Xiphophorus cortezi. Using both live stimulus males and silicon models, we found that females have significant preferences both for bars per se and for males with symmetrical bars. The total number of bars and the degree of fluctuating asymmetry were negatively related so fluctuating asymmetry in bars may be an honest signal. This phenomenon may have influenced the evolution of the male courtship display in P. latipinna.
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Fluctuating asymmetry is defined as slight, random deviations from perfect bilateral symmetry (Van Valen 1962) . It is generally attributed to developmental instability and is thought to reflect overall genetic quality. It has a heritable component (Whitlock 1996) and may thus play a significant role in the evolution of mate choice, providing the choosing sex, usually the female, with a means to assess genetic quality phenotypically (e.g. Møller 1990 Møller , 1992 . This, of course, requires that females are physiologically able to perceive symmetry (Giurfa et al. 1996) and that the costs of measuring this are not larger than the benefit resulting from assessing it.
The sailfin molly, Poecilia latipinna (LeSueur 1821), is a highly dimorphic teleost that has been widely used as a study organism in behavioural ecology (Meffe & Snelson 1989) . It is widespread from South Carolina, U.S.A., to the Sierra Del Abra in Mexico (Darnell & Abramoff 1968; Page & Burr 1991; Obregon-Barboza et al. 1994; I. Schlupp, M. Schartl & J. Parzefall, unpublished data) , where it inhabits mainly brackish coastal marshes. Males possess a large dorsal fin, bright colours (both pigments and structural colours) and an elaborate courtship display (Parzefall 1969) . Additionally, males may have vertical bars on the sides of the body (Parzefall 1969) that are easy to count (at least for the human observer) and may differ between sides. Bar number is clearly a suitable character to study fluctuating asymmetry. It represents a case of meristic fluctuating asymmetry (Manning & Hartley 1991; Morris & Casey 1998) , is easy and unambiguous to count and thus avoids many potential problems related to measurement errors (Palmer & Strobeck 1986; Merilä & Björklund 1995; Morris & Casey 1998) . Bars may also serve as an honest signal of male quality (Møller 1990; Manning & Chamberlain 1993; Morris & Casey 1998) . Møller (1990) has proposed that the degree of ornamentation and fluctuating asymmetry should show a negative relationship, with the most symmetric individuals also being the ones with the most elaborate ornaments.
Bars are common among fish, especially poeciliids (e.g. Rauchenberger et al. 1990) , and function both in male competition and female choice (Franck 1964; Parzefall 1969; Heiligenberg et al. 1972; Morris et al. 1995; Morris & Ryan 1996) . Morris & Casey (1998) were the first to study the role of fluctuating asymmetry in bars in poeciliids and found that females preferred males with symmetrical bar numbers when total bar number was held constant.
Research on fluctuating asymmetry in fish has also been conducted in the context of environmental stress (Leary & Allendorf 1989; Leary et al. 1992), while there
